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Abstrak 
Penelitian ini menganalisis kecemasan dalam novel Human Acts (2016) yang di tulis Han Kang, seorang 
novelis korea dengan menggunakan teori psikoanalisis oleh Sigmund Freud. Tujuan dari penelitian ini 
yaitu untuk mengidentifikasi tipe-tipe kecemasan, mendiskripsikan bagaimana kecemasan digambarkan 
dalam novel Human Acts dan mengungkapkan alasan dari penulis dalam menuliskan novel ini. 
Penelitian ini merupakan studi literature. Data dikumpulkan dengan teknik baca dan catat. Penelitian ini 
menerapkan analisisi data kualitatif dan pengecekan keabsahan data dilakukan dengan menggunakan 
trianggulasi waktu dan trianggulasi peneliti. Hasil dari penelitian ini menunjukkan adanya ketiga tipe 
anxiety yang di tunjukkan oleh karakter-karakter dalam novel Human Acts, yaitu kecemasan realita, 
neurotic dan moral. Kedua, kecemasan digambarkan dalam novel ini dalam gejala-gejala seperti 
gangguan pernapasan, perasan tidak aman, badan bergetar, berperilaku menghindar, merasa cemas dan 
gelisah. Terakhir, alasan penulis dalam menuliskan novel ini adalah, penulis ingin mempersembahkan 
novel ini kepada para korban dari peristiwa pemberontakan Gwangju 1980 dan penulis ingin 
mengungkapkan penyesalannya terhadap para korban. Selain itu, novel ini merupakan ungkapan dari 
pertanyaan penulis tentang kekerasan terhadap manusia. 
Kata Kunci: karakter, kecemasan, psikoanalisis, novel Human Acts, Han Kang 
Abstract 
This research analyzes anxiety using the psychoanalysis theory by Sigmund Freud in the novel Human 
Acts (2016), written by the Korean novelist Han Kang. This study aims to identify the types of anxiety, 
describe how anxiety is depicted in the novel Human Acts, and reveal the author's reasons for writing 
this novel. This research is a literary study. The type of data in this study is in text, including narration, 
dialogue, and monologue. Data collection is done by reading and note-taking techniques. Qualitative 
data analysis is applied in this study, and data trustworthiness is carried out using time and investigator 
triangulation. This study indicates that there are three types of anxiety shown by the characters in the 
novel human acts, namely reality anxiety, neurotic anxiety, and moral anxiety. Second, anxiety is 
described in the novel with respiratory problems, insecurity, shaking, avoidance behavior, and anxiety 
and restlessness. And lastly, the author's reason for writing the novel Human Acts is that he wants to 
dedicate this novel and he wants to express his regret to the victims of the 1980 Gwangju uprising, 
besides that this novel is a manifestation of questions about human violence. 
Keywords: characters, anxiety, psychoanalysis, novel Human Acts, Han Kang women is still 
controlled through various ways. Patriarchy forms men as superordinates in the framework of relations 
with women who are made as subordinates. 
1. INTRODUCTION
Anxiety is something that is commonly found in everyday life and can be experienced by
everyone. Anxiety is a normal reaction when someone feels threatened or facing a problem or situation 
that causes worry and fear. Someone usually experiences anxiety as a reaction to a very stressful 
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situation because that anxiety lasts only briefly (Ramaiah, 2003). Even so, anxiety is one crucial aspect 
of personality development. Freud saw anxiety as an important part of the personality system, a 
foundation and center of the development of neurotic behavior and psychosis (Andri & Dewi, 2017). 
Anxiety can occur due to certain factors, such as negative experiences or conflicts that cause stress or 
psychological trauma. Someone who shares certain events or experiences that are traumatic tends to 
experience anxiety. Anxiety often develops over a long period and largely depends on one's entire life 
experience (Ramaiah, 2003) 
There are several ways to describe or reflect on how anxieties can be experienced by someone, 
one of them through literary works. Han Kang reflected on the experience of anxiety through the 
characters in her novel Human Acts. Human Acts is a novel that tells the story of victims in a 
demonstration movement in Gwangju, South Korea, in 1980. In her novel Hang Kang tries to tell how 
the characters in his novel experience in anxiety and how the characters deal with it. With different 
settings, Human Acts illustrates how a traumatic experience can change an individual's life, and 
personality, anxiety disorders and depression experienced by a character continues to develop even years 
after the event occurred. 
In previous studies, Prihatiningsih & Anwar (2019), also use this novel to analyzed the issue of 
brutality in the novel Human Acts and the role of the writer in presenting the issue of brutality. The 
analysis of this research carried out by interpreting the text and context, using the concept of power 
relations by Michel Foucault. This study indicates that the government's brutality in maintaining its 
dominance is done through two strategies, namely enforcing regulations and utilizing state apparatus.  
Besides, several studies have also found the anxiety experienced by characters in literary works 
using a psychoanalytic approach by Sigmund Freud. Among them is Rejo (2013)'s research regarding 
the main character's anxiety in the novel Orang Miskin Dilarang Sekolah. This study describes the types 
of anxiety experienced by the main actors, such as neurotic anxiety, reality anxiety, and moral anxiety. 
In addition to the types of anxiety experienced by the main character, it also explains the causes of the 
main character's anxiety, such as threats and punishments the main character receives. 
Anxiety has an essential role in character building, but it can interfere with a person's life in some 
situations. Self-defense mechanisms will be formed when someone experiences anxiety, where this is an 
action that appears to protect themselves from anxiety or feelings of discomfort. Farokhah (2015) 
examines kinds of anxiety and self-defense mechanisms experienced by the main character in the novel 
Splendor. This study focused on the symptoms and causes of anxiety and the form of self-defense 
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mechanisms of the main character. This study's results indicate the existence of neurotic anxiety, moral 
anxiety, and relational anxiety of the main character caused by threats from the closest people to the 
main character. The main character's self-defense mechanism to reduce anxiety is in the form of 
sublimation, repression, displacement, formation reactions, rationalization, projection, aggression, 
fantasy, asceticism and denial. 
Rohaeni et al. (2019) in his research, explains how the representation of anxiety and self-defense 
mechanisms in forming a psychological thriller. The results of this study showed that there were three 
types of anxiety and six types of self-defense mechanisms. This research proves that anxiety and self-
sensitivity are a means of building thriller psychology so that the storyline becomes even more thrilling. 
The application of Sigmund Freud's psychoanalysis in literary works has been widely used. Each 
literary work has a storyline and characterization that is different from one another, and literary works 
continue to develop following the community's conditions in which literary work created. Thus, research 
using psychoanalysis in literary works carried out over time. Psychoanalysis is a branch of psychology 
that studies human functions and behavior. Sigmund Freud first introduced psychoanalysis theory in 
1896 (Bertens, 2006). In psychoanalysis, three important systems shape human character, namely the Id, 
the ego, and the superego. Id, ego, and superego are psychic structures where the three are interrelated to 
form human behavior. Freud developed the concept of anxiety as a continuation of psychoanalytic 
theory. Anxiety according to Freud is divided into three categories, first reality anxiety, second neurotic 
anxiety, and third moral anxiety. 
In this study, the researcher will analyze the anxiety character in the novel Human Acts with the 
application of psychoanalysis by Sigmund Freud. This study will discuss, first the type of anxiety 
experienced by the characters in the novel Human Acts. The second will describe the anxiety depicted in 
the novel, and the third will reveal the author's reasons for writing the novel.  
2. METHOD
This research is a literature study using the novel Human Acts (2016) as the object. The type of data 
in this study is in text, including narration, dialogue, and monologue. There are two types of data 
sources; the first primary data source is the text of the Human Acts novel. And the second secondary data 
sources are data obtained from sources other than the object of research. This study is in the form of 
books, journals, and articles related to the theory of psychoanalysis by Sigmund Freud, which is used to 
support this research. This study uses reading and note-taking techniques in data collection. The data that 
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has been collected is then analyzed using descriptive qualitative. Data trustworthiness needs to be done 
to reduce errors in data processing to get valid data. In this study, time triangulation and investigator 
triangulate on were used. Time triangulation is done by making repeated observations at different times. 
Investigator triangulation is done by discussing the data sources and data obtained with colleagues 
considered interested in literature. 
3. FINDING AND DISCUSSION
3.1 FINDING 
3.1.1 Kind of Anxiety Experienced by Characters 
3.1.1.1 Reality Anxiety 
In this novel, several characters show symptoms of reality anxiety, such as Dong-ho, a third-grade 
high school student 
“Left alone, you were frightened and, thinking only about avoiding the snipers’ sharp eyes, 
shuffled quickly sideways along the wall, your face pressed up against the bricks, your back 
turned to the square.” (Kang, 2016) 
This anxiety was also experienced by a young man who later became a prisoner. He was moved to 
join the protest, and thousands of other people were carrying wheelbarrows containing the bodies of 
people shot dead by the army. 
“I’d been standing in the middle of the column of the demonstration, but when the bullets 
came flying, I turned and ran. That sublime feeling that I’d been tapping into, that enormous 
heart I’ felt briefly a part of, was smashed into pieces, strewn over the ground as so much 
rubbish.” (Kang, 2016) 
Reality anxiety was also experienced Seon-joo, a female labourer arrested the night when the soldiers 
entered the city.  
“The blood was dripping from his face. Blood and water. The rest of us just held our breath” 
(Kang, 2016) 
3.1.1.2 Neurotic Anxiety 
Neurotic anxiety as experienced by Dong-ho, sometimes, after hearing rumors about the army 
coming. He feels uncomfortable and afraid when he hears the word blood repeatedly.  
“The repetition of that word, “blood”, gives you a tightening feeling in your chest, so you 
open your mouth wide and suck in another deep breath” (Kang, 2016) 
The uncomfortable feeling that Kim Eun-sook feels when she sees how the meat is grilled is shown 
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as follow: 
“It wasn’t so much eating meat that Eun-sook dislike, what really turned her stomach was 
watching it cook on the hot plate. When the blood and juices rose to the surface, she had to 
look away.” (Kang, 2016) 
The prisoner in this novel, also experiences neurotic anxiety. The anxieties he experienced summer 
came, and the feeling of insecurity, as reflected in the following 
“Even now I find summer difficult to endure. When runnels of sweat trickle down over my 
chest and back, itching like the bite of insect mouths, that time when I was nothing but lump of 
meat is suddenly back with me, the feeling unchanged, and I have to take a deep, steady 
breath. Grind my teeth together, and take another deep, steady breath.” (Kang, 2016) 
Neurotic anxiety makes a person feel anxious and worried about something unrealistic and 
sometimes unexplainable, as Seon-ju's character happened. From bad experiences that made her 
experience neurotic anxiety, she felt fear and anxiety when alone, when she was in the dark, as shown in 
the following passage of text: 
“You don’t venture outside the circle light. You merely wait, stiff with tension. Wait for the 
sun to rise and the outer dark dissipate. You’ve held out this far, you mustn’t waver now. 
Safer to keep your feet absolutely still, rather than risk taking a false step.” (Kang, 2016) 
Feelings of discomfort, anxiety and fear felt by Seon-ju occur without a definite reason. The fear and 
anxiety come from the Id. She unconsciously does something on impulse to protect herself from the 
unknown, something she is worried that if she does, she will get punished. 
“Living a solitary life, you are able to let the regular rhythm of long hours of work followed 
by brief rest carry you through the days, with no tine to fear the outer dark beyond the circle 
of light” (Kang, 2016) 
3.1.1.3 Moral Anxiety 
Dong-ho’s feelings of guilt make him do everything he can to find Jeong-dae again. He feels guilty to 
Jeong-mi for leaving Jeong-dae during the riots, he feels guilty for leaving him alone and not 
approaching him when people approach someone they know to save him. 
“There will be no forgiveness. Least of all for me.” (Kang, 2016) 
Kim Eun-sook also experiences moral anxiety. The guilt and regret she felt when he couldn't 
persuade Dong-ho to leave the local government office the night the army entered the city caused Dong-
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ho to die in that incident.  
 
“When the unmistakable sound of gunfire was eventually heard, coming from the direction of 
the Provincial Office, Eun-sook was already wide awake. She could have pressed her hands 
over her ears, could have screwed her eyes tigh shut, shook her head from side to side or 
moaned in distress. Instead, she simply remembered you, Dong-ho. How you darted away up 
the stairs when she’d tried to take you home.” (Kang, 2016) 
 
Seon-ju also experienced moral anxiety. After the various events he experienced, Seon-ju tried to live 
his life as best he could, but he never forgot the incident where Dong-ho was shot dead by the soldiers. 
 
“I’m the one who’s responsible, aren’t I? If I’d demanded that you go home, Dong-ho, if I’d 
begged, while we sat there eating gimbap, you would have done as I asked, wouldn’t you? 
And that’s why you’re coming to me now. To ask why I’m still alive.” (Kang, 2016) 
 
Moral anxiety is also felt by the character the writer in this novel. At the time of the rebellion, she 
was ten years old, and his family had moved to Seoul. she heard stories about victims of violence in 
Gwangju from his relatives. When she was an adult, he returned to Gwangju. She tried to find out about 
the news he heard as a child. 
 
“I walk with my right hand placed over the left side of my chest, as though cradling my heart 
shadowed faces swim out of the street’s dark. The face of the murdered.” (Kang, 2016) 
 
3.1.2 Anxiety Described in The Novel 
3.1.2.1 Breathing Rapidly or Respiratory Problem 
Breathing rapidly or respiratory problem occurs when a person is in a stressful or frightening 
situation that makes them feel insecure and anxious. As happened to Dong-ho's character when he 
remembers his friend, Jeong-dae. 
 
“You see those pale blue tracksuit bottoms trashing, and your breathing becomes constricted, 
as though a ball of fore has lodge itself in your solar plexus” (Kang, 2016) 
 
Difficulty breathing is also experienced by the prisoner character in this novel.  
 
“When runnels of sweat trickle down over my chest and back, itching like the bite of insect 
mouths, that time when I was nothing but lump of meat is suddenly back with me, the feeling 
unchanged, and I have to take a deep, steady breath. Grind my teeth together, and take 
another deep, steady breath.” (Kang, 2016) 
 
3.1.2.2 Trembling 
The trembling in this novel is shown by the character Dong-ho. As the night wore on and the army 
was about to come to town, female volunteers and minors were asked to leave the local government 
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offices, including Dong-ho 
 
“You stood there clinging to the second-floor railing, trembling. When she caught your gaze, 
Eun-sook saw your eyelids quiver. Because you were afraid. Because you wanted to live” 
(Kang, 2016) 
 
3.1.2.3 Having a Sense of Impending Danger and Panic 
This symptom is experienced by the characters in the novel Human Acts, one of which is shared by 
Seon-ju as illustrated in the passage below 
 
“I was listening to that sound, the sound woke me up, but I didn’t have the courage to open 
my eyes, so I kept them closed and strained to listen in the darkness.” (Kang, 2016) 
 
This symptom is also felt by Kim Eun-sook's character when she undergoes an examination before 
entering the police station. 
 
“She produces her resident’s card when instructed to do so. She looks on, unmoving, as he 
rummages through the pouch containing her sanitary towels.” (Kang, 2016) 
 
The prisoner also feels this symptom after he was released from prison. After he was released from 
jail, he always felt that there was danger waiting for him 
 
“The world darkens, like electric bulbs going out one by one. I am not a safe person” (Kang, 2016) 
 
3.1.2.4 Feeling Worried, Restless, or Anxious 
Some characters who experience anxiety find feelings of anxiety, worry, and restlessness as 
symptoms. As shown by Eun-sook when she experienced moral anxiety, which was when she was 
unable to persuade Dong-ho to leave the local government office.  
 
“She could have pressed her hands over her ears, could have screwed her eyes tight shut, 
shook her head from side to side or moaned in distress. Instead, she simply remembered you, 
Dong-ho” (Kang, 2016) 
 
Feelings of anxiety, worry, and restlessness are the most common symptoms experienced by the 
characters in this novel. One of which is shared by a young man who is a former prisoner who is with 
Kim Jin-su. This is reflected in the following passage. 
 
“Even now, there’s not a single night where I’m able to snatch more than a few hours of 
shallow rest, rest that barely deserve the name” (Kang, 2016) 
 
This symptom is also reflected by the character of the writer in this novel. She always has nightmares 
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and feels sadness and anxiety because of the victims who died in these demonstrations.  
 
“In the small guest room near the front door, where my brother has rolled out a spare 
mattress and bedding for me, I spend the night tossing and turning. Every time I manage to 
fall asleep I find myself back in those nightmares streets, in front of study institute.” (Kang, 
2016) 
 
3.1.2.5 Avoidance Behaviour 
Avoidance behaviour is an action taken to avoid various feelings or situations that make you feel 
uncomfortable. As experienced by Kim Eun-sook where she often sits alone. Because of his shame and 
guilt towards the victims of the army attacks, she cannot live his life normally. 
 
“Can’t you just put in behind you? Her mother had asked, that winter when she’d failed the 
university entrance exam and confined herself to the house” (Kang, 2016) 
 
It is also shown by Seon-ju where she always avoids interacting with fellow workers who work with 
her and the social environment. After being released from custody, she lived only by working, taking 
short breaks, and sleeping. 
 
“We hardly ever get an opportunity to talk to you… you never have dinner with us after work, 
and you never let any of us know what you’re thinking.” (Kang, 2016) 
 
3.1.3 The Author Reason for Writing Novel 
3.1.3.1 Dedicating This Novel to the Victims 
Han Kang mentioned that he wanted to dedicate this book to the victims who were killed and 
survived the incident. She hopes that this book can be a candle for the victims who lost their lives in the 
incident. 
 
“I wanted to – how can I say – dedicate this book to the killed, or to the survived” 
(Foyles, 2016). 
 
3.1.3.2 Expressing Regret to The Victims 
In writing this novel, Han Kang stated that he was sorry for the massacre. In an interview with 
Louisiana Channel in 2020, he told a little about what he was going through; she and her family moved 
from Gwangju before the demonstration, which sparked feelings of guilt. 
“It was the feeling that some people were hurt instead of us.” (Louisiana, 2020) 
Han Kang admits she didn't plan to write this novel, but over time she thought he needed to. The 
rebellion incident had left a feeling of regret in his heart for quite a long time and grew in the memories 
he experienced indirectly. 
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3.1.3.3 Answering The Question About Human Violence 
In writing the novel Human Acts and Vegetarian, Han Kang moves based on asking herself 
questions about humanity. 
 
“So, my question and my life are intertwined very closely and they are leading me and 
my life is just following them. And that’s the way I write.” (Foyles, 2016) 
 
In an interview conducted by the Korean Literature Translation Fund (2015), Han Kang said that 
this novel is a story that has been made for 30 years where he always wonders about violence perpetrated 
by humans. 
 
“Are human violent by nature? How do we suppress this violence then? These are the 
kind of questions I’ve been living for a long time.” (LTI Korea, 2015) 
 
3.2 DISCUSSION 
This study identifies and describes how anxiety is reflected in the novel Human Acts. In addition, 
this study also reveals the reason for the author, Han Kang, in writing this novel. Human Acts is a novel 
that tells about the victims of a rebellion that occurred in Gwangju, South Korea, in May 1980. Fear, 
anxiety, and unpleasant feelings in this novel illustrate the anxiety experienced by each character. In 
analyzing the anxiety of the characters, the theory of anxiety developed by Sigmund Freud was used. 
According to Freud, anxiety is divided into reality anxiety, neurotic anxiety, and moral anxiety. 
 
In this novel, the researcher finds three categories of anxiety; the first is reality anxiety. Reality 
anxiety arises because of concerns about the real world, such as natural disasters, fires, or others related 
to actual events that are considered dangerous for him. In this study, some characters experience reality 
anxiety in several situations, such as when soldiers shoot demonstrators, avoid soldiers entering the city 
when soldiers catch them and beat their comrades, and are in a tense situation. Reality anxiety is shown 
by characters in novels such as Dong-ho, the prisoner character, Kim Eun-sook, and Im Seon-ju. 
 
Then, neurotic anxiety. In contrast to reality anxiety caused by natural things, neurotic anxiety is 
anxiety caused by anxiety about not real things. This anxiety is experienced by several characters in the 
novel Human Acts, as experienced by the characters Dong-ho and Kim Eun-sook. They feel anxious 
when they are faced with things that remind them of the victims of the demonstrators or the event itself. 




The characters in this novel also feel moral anxiety. They feel discomfort, anxiety, or feelings of 
guilt and regret if they think they have violated the moral values they hold. As experienced by Dong-ho, 
he felt anxious and regretful after leaving his friend Jeong-dae. Kim Eun-sook and Seon-joo also felt 
moral anxiety; they feel guilty when they can't persuade Dong-ho to leave the local government office 
and let him stay there until he's shot dead by the soldiers. the writer's character in this novel also 
experiences moral anxiety, where he feels sad and sorry for the victims of the rebellion.  
In this novel, anxiety is described by the symptoms felt by the characters. When someone 
experiences anxiety, they will show signs that lead to anxiety. These symptoms can be physical, mental, 
or behavioral. Each character has symptoms related to the anxiety they experience; physical symptoms 
such as respiratory problems and trembling are present in this novel. Dong-ho's character experiences 
this symptom, and he will suddenly feel tight in his chest when he faces things that make him 
uncomfortable.  
Some of the characters in this novel also experience mental symptoms; Mental symptoms include 
having a sense of impending danger and panic and feeling worried, restless, or anxious. This symptom is 
experienced by the characters Lim Seon-ju, Kim Eun-sook, the prisoner, and the writer. These symptoms 
experienced by the characters come from the unpleasant experiences they have had. As shared by Seon-
ju and the prisoner previously was detained by the army. In addition, this symptom is also experienced 
by characters who experience moral anxiety, where they feel anxious, worried, and helpless when they 
remember things they should have done. Still, they didn't do, or their actions that they consider do not 
meet the moral values they have, as experienced by the writer's character. 
Another symptom felt by the characters in this novel is behavioral symptoms in avoidance behavior. 
Avoidance behavior in this novel is described by the characters' actions to escape from feelings or 
thoughts that make them uncomfortable. It is carried out with an action or without action. Characters like 
Dong-ho, Kim Eun-sook, and Lim Seon-ju show these symptoms when they experience anxiety. The 
avoidance behavior shown by Dong-ho and Kim Eun-sook is in the form of hiding and avoiding things 
that make them anxious. Meanwhile, Lim Seon-ju tries to withdraw from society and the people around 
him, and he also always avoids getting involved in social interactions.  
A literary work has a close relationship with the author. A literary work also becomes a descript ion 
of the environmental conditions the literary work created. In writing Human Acts, Han Kang had several 
reasons, one of which was that he wanted to dedicate this novel to the victims of the Gwangju massacre 




When she heard of the demonstration, she felt sorry for the victims and what had happened at that 
time. This feeling of regret is also one of the reasons for writing this novel. In addition, she also wrote 
this novel to find answers to his questions about human violence. Han Kang has kept questions about 
humanity for quite a long time. She wrote this novel as a way to express or even convey these questions 
in a literary work. 
 
Research on literary works using psychoanalysis by Sigmund Freud has been widely carried out. 
However, research on anxiety in the novel Human Acts has never been done before. The findings of this 
study are to identify and describe the anxiety contained in this novel. In addition, it also reveals the 
author's reason for writing the novel Human Acts. It is hoped that this research can support previous 
studies. 
 
4.  CONCLUSION 
This research was conduct by applying the psychoanalytic perspective by Sigmund Freud to 
character anxiety in the novel Han Kang Human Acts (2016). In this study, the characters show anxiety 
in reality anxiety, neurotic anxiety, and moral anxiety. Anxiety experienced by the characters is always 
related to the Gwangju democratization movement in May 1980, either directly or indirectly, as 
experienced by the writer's character in this novel. Anxiety is a person's typical reaction when in a 
situation that makes him feel uncomfortable, disturbed, or threatened. Still, in some cases, the anxiety 
experienced by the characters in the novel causes an excessive reaction to affect the character's life and 
personality. 
 
Each character in the novel is described with accompanying anxiety symptoms such as breathing 
rapidly or respiratory problems, shaking, having a sense of impending danger and panic, feeling worried, 
restless, anxious, and avoidance behaviour. Each character experiences different symptoms from one 
another. These symptoms appear based on each character's reaction when dealing directly or in situations 
that make them feel anxious. 
 
One of the reasons Han Kang wrote this novel was that he wanted to dedicate this novel to the 
victims, who died and survived the uprising in Gwangju, South Korea, in 1980. Then the writer 
expresses his regret towards the victims by writing this novel. The incident of the rebellion in Gwangju, 
which is where the previous writer lived, left a feeling of guilt in his heart, even though he did not 
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directly deal with the incident. Still, indirectly the incident left its trauma in the writer. In addition, by 
writing this novel, the author wants to answer about human violence. In writing his novels, Han Kang 
always starts from the questions that arise from him. And with this novel, he wants to express his 
question about the violence committed by humans so far. 
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